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FIRST REPORT FROM i 

THE SELECT COMMITTEE ON HOUSE OF COMMONS (SERVICES) 



The Select Committee on House of Commons (Services) was appointed on 30 
March 1983 by Standing Order No. 103, viz — 

103. — (1) There shall be a Select Committee to advise Mr Speaker on the 
control of the accommodation and services in that part of the Palace of 
Westminster and its precincts occupied by or on behalf of the House of 
Commons, and to report therein to this House. 

(2) The Com mittee shall consist of Nineteen Members. 

(3) The quorum of the Committee shall be five. 

(4) The Committee shall have power to send for persons, papers and records, 
to sit notwithstanding any adjournment of the House, and to report from time 
to time. 



(5) The Committee shall have power to invite any specially qualified person, 
whom it may select, to attend any of its meetings in an advisory capacity on 
any architectural or related matters. 

(6) The Committee shall have power to appoint Sub-Committees and to refer 
to such Sub-Committees any of the matters referred to the Committee. 



(7) The quorum of every such Sub-Committee shall be two. 

(8) Every such Sub-Committee shall have power to send for persons, papers 
and records, to sit notwithstanding any adjournment of the House and to report 
to the Committee from time to time. 



(9) The Committee shall have power to report from time to time the minutes 
of evidence taken before Sub-Committees. 

(10) Any Sub-Committee which may be appointed to deal with the organis- 
ation of, and the provision of services in, the Library shall have the assistance 
of the Librarian. 



(11) Any Sub-Committee which may be appointed to consider the organis- 
ation of and services in the Refreshment Department shall have power to 
appoint specialist advisers for the purpose of particular inquiries, either to 
supply information which is not readily available or to elucidate matters of 
complexity within the Sub-Committee’s order of reference. 



(12) Any Sub-Committee on Computers that may be appointed shall have 
power to join with any Sub-Committee thereon that : may 1 
Select Committee of the House of Lords on House oi Lords 
specialist advisers either to supply information which is not readily availab 
or to elucidate matters of complexity relating to the matter referred to it, and 
to adjourn from place to place within the United Kingdom. 



The cost of printing and publishing this Volume is estimated by Her Majesty’s Stationery Office 
at £2,700. 
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(13) Unless the House otherwise orders, each Member nominated to the 
Committee shall continue to be a member of it for the remainder of this 
Parliament 



The Committee was nominated on 7 

Mr A J Beith 
Mr John Biffen 
Mr Graham Bright 
Mr Sydney Chapman 
Mr John Cope 
Mr Patrick Cormack 
Mr Lawrence Cunliffe 
Mr Don Dixon 
Mr Walter Harrison 
Sir Paul Hawkins 



July 1983 of the following Members: 

Mr Charles Irving 
Mr Ian Lloyd 
Mr John Me William 
Mr Fergus Montgomery 
Mr Robert Rhodes James 
Mr Colin Shepherd 
Mr John Silkin 
Mr James Tinn 
Mr Kenneth Warren 



Notwithstanding the Order of the House of 7 July 1 983 relating to nomination 
of Members of the Select Committee on House of Commons (Services) the 
following changes were made for the remainder of the Parliament: 

Thursday 8 December 1983 
Discharged Added 

Mr Don Dixon Mr Norman Hogg 

Monday 12 December 1983 
Discharged Added 

Mr Lawrence Cunliffe Mr Andrew Faulds 

Mr Walter Harrison Mr Peter Shore 



Tuesday 27 March 1 984 

Standing Order No. 1 03 was amended in paragraph (2), by leaving out “Nine- 
teen and inserting “Twenty”. Mr Carol Mather was added to the Committee. 



Discharged 
Mr Graham Bright 



Tuesday 4 December 1984 
Added 

Mr Winston Churchill 
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FIRST REPORT 



The Select Committee appointed to advise Mr Speaker on the control of the 
accommodation and services in that part of the Palace of Westminster and its 
precincts occupied by or on behalf of the House of Commons and to report 
thereon to this House, has made progress in the matter referred to it and has 
agreed to the following Report: 



INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY: MEMBERS’ REQUIREMENTS 



Introduction 

1 . During the last Parliament the Economist Intelligence Unit was appointed 
under the aegis of the Department of Industry to carry out a survey of Members’ 
information technology needs. This was to serve as the basis for further discus- 
sion of what information technology systems, if any, were required for Members 
of Parliament. The material for the survey was gathered at the end of the last 
Parliament. 



2. At the start of the present Parliament the Computer Sub-Committee 
embarked on a broadly based enquiry into Information Technology: Members’ 
Requirements using the study by the consultants as a starting point. We would 
like to thank the EIU consultants for their detailed survey and regret that their 
work was interrupted by the dissolution of the House before the last election. 



3. As the enquiry continued three important changes in the House became 
apparent as being likely to influence the eventual findings. The first was the 
decision to instal a new telephone exchange based on a digital system via which 
messages other than speech data could be transferred between terminals. The 
second was the proposed renewal of the annunciator system which could provide 
the basis for a similar double use. These developments were also significant in 
that they blurred the distinction between computers, telephones and annunci- 
ators and allowed the Sub-Committee to look at information systems as an 
integrated whole and examine the value of merging in part or in whole these 
separate information systems as well as the possible addition of new sources. 
The third was the extension of Members’ allowances to allow among other 
things the purchase of electronic office equipment. Many Members have used 
this opportunity to purchase microcomputers. 

4. When considering this Report the Committee recalled the wish expressed 
by many Members that more and better accommodation be made available tor 
Members in the precincts of the main building. In particular it kept m mind the 
recommendations of its Third Report in 1983-84 “The New Building: The 
Design Brief’. 



5. In addition to receiving oral and written evidence, the Sub-Committee 
received a report on the use of the present telephone system for communication 
other than speech using modems from a working party of officials, chaired bv 
Mr John McWilliam, MP. The working party report is printed as an Annex to 

the Report. 
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6. The Sub-Committee took oral evidence from the witnesses listed on page 
XXVII as well as receiving much written material, some of which is printed in 
the Appendix to the Report. Various outside organisations showed the Sub- 
Committee their office systems. We are particularly grateful to the following 
institutions, which were taking part in the Office Automation Pilot Projects 
sponsored by the Department of Trade and Industry: the Greater London 
Council, Strathclyde Regional Council, the Cabinet Office and the Export 
Credits Guarantee Department. We would also like to thank BBC Breakfast 
Television and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation which submitted videos 
describing their systems and Datapoint (UK) Ltd which, with Ministry of 
Defence Officials, arranged a visit to the MoD office system. Thanks are also 
due to British Telecom for demonstrating their MERLIN equipment and to Mr 
Anthony Hodson of ICL for advice on the use of microcomputers in the House. 
The Committee is very grateful to Mr Alan Knight for his useful work as a 
specialist adviser and to Mr Richard Morgan, the Computer Development 
Officer, Mrs Gina Smith the Assistant Computer Development Officer, and Mrs 
Jane Wainwright of the Library who also acted as specialist advisers to the 
Sub-Committee. 

7. Following the appropriate amendment of the Standing Orders the Sub- 
Committee visited three main congressional centres in Washington where 
computers have been in use since the 1 960s: the Library of Congress, the Senate 
and the House of Representatives. The development of computing facilities in 
each organisation up to now has been on separate lines, chiefly for constitutional 
reasons, although the mainframe computers are joined in a local area network 
to provide mutual support and access. In addition, the Sub-Committee visited 
the relatively new Congressional Budget Office which has no mainframe 
computer of its own, but instead relies on microcomputers and terminals which 
access the mainframe computers in the other congressional organisations using 
a coaxial cable system installed recently by the House of Representatives. This 
system also transmits closed circuit television and telephone services. 

8. The Sub-Committee visited the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation in 
Montreal, where it saw the teletext project. In Ottawa, the Sub-Committee saw 
the new OASIS project, which will result in the Canadian House of Commons 
being covered by a local area network based on broadband (and some fibre-optic) 
cabling. This network uses standard software and will provide video and data 
services to all members’ offices. The Canadian Hansard and the House of 
Commons Television Services were also inspected. The Parliamentary Library, 
which is independent of both Houses in Ottawa, showed the Sub-Committee 
its Telidon based service called CANTEL, which provides details of the progress 
of legislation and its computerised catalogue. 

9. We are very grateful to all the members of those organisations which helped 
to make the visit such a success. A full account of what the Sub-Committee saw 
in North America is printed as an Appendix to the Report; in our view the 
services provided by the Canadian OASIS system appear to be very close to 
what would be suitable for Members in this House. Throughout this Report the 
recommendations, which are summarised below, will reflect this. 

10. The evidence received by the Sub-Committee and what it saw in North 
America of the advantages of the new technology indicate that Members could 
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attain a level of service to the House and their constituents using data transmis- 
sion and processing equipment that would be otherwise, impossible without a 
wholly unrealistic increase in their staff. Indeed, as institutions outside the 
House are busily embracing this technology as a business standard, the House 
will need to keep up with such advances if it is to play its full political role. The 
growth of statistical data available and the mass of other information with which 
all Members must deal makes the speedy introduction of an effective information 
technology system of vital importance. 

1 1. The Report is in two parts. Part One describes the options for designing 
the system containing a chapter which outlines some of the tasks information 
technology can perform and a chapter describing the possible lay-out of the 
system. Part Two deals with building the system and putting it into operation, 
including chapters on the phases for introducing the system, the likely effect on 
staff requirements and how the system would be funded with an estimate of its 
cost 



Summary of Recommendations and Conclusions 



12. (i) The following applications should be provided using the new equip- 
ment from the start, based on “off the shelf” software: 



(a) Word processing facilities; 

(b) Correspondence handling; 

(c) Diary — 'personal; House business; party 
business 

(d) An electronic mail system; 

(e) Teletext and other databases (including Cee- 
fax & Oracle) 

(f) Access to Prestel 

(g) Access to POLIS (Parliamentary On-Line 
Information Service) 

(h) Access to commercial databases, if individual 
Members wish; 



(paragraphs 16 to 27) 
(paragraph 25) 

(paragraph 25) 
(paragraphs 28 to 33) 

(paragraphs 34 to 44) 
(paragraphs 41 and 
42) 

(paragraph 43) 
(paragraph 44) 



(ii) A pilot project based on existing wiring should be set up in order to 
provide information about how Members would best make use of the new 
system and the likely cost of running the system. We suggest that the machines 
for use with the project might be rented so that the maximum amount of 
flexibility would be obtained. This would also have the effect of providing a 
manageable limit to the number of persons taking part in the pilot project. 
(Paragraph 67 and passim.) 

(iii) As part of the main project, a local area network (LAN) able to cope 
with the growth in demand for information services should be laid based on 
coaxial cabling with Cable TV (CATV) type junction points which should be 
placed in all Members’ and other relevant offices. (Paragraphs 45 to 60.) 

(iv) The House might provide equipment directly, or the present system by 
which Members buy electronic office equipment from their office allowance 
might be extended to allow them to purchase recommended microcomputer 
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equipment (with suitable interfaces) which can be linked to the LAN which 
forms part of the main project. (Paragraph 80.) 

(v) A technical working party should be appointed which will examine 
tenders for the contracts arising from the installation of the system and report 
to the Computer Sub-Committee on the progress and results of the pilot project. 
The working party will also report on the progress of the main project, especially 
the new network. (Paragraph 73.) 



(vi) Arrangements should be made about the management of the new 
system, including the day to day supervision of its installation of the system 
and its introduction into service. The contract could be put out for tender for a 
management contract or new staff could be taken on temporarily perhaps by 
way of secondment. (Paragraphs 74 to 76.) 



13. This project could not be implemented overnight. It would be necessary 
to progress in stages. The time scale within which the House should introduce 
the proposed system is as follows (see paragraphs 64 to 71): 



Phase 1 Agreement on: 15 months 

(i) The provision of funds. 

(ii) The design of the system: 

Issue of Operational Requirements for cabling for each Parliamentary 
Building and also for central hardware and software. 

(iii) A management team. 

Any recruitment or secondment of extra staff required to set up the system. 



At the earliest possible stage the pilot project involving a small number of 
Members should be started, which would be developed in parallel to the main 
systems. It would be under constant evaluation providing information at all 
phases of the main scheme for the guidance of the House. 

Phase 2 Installation of the relevant 1 8 months 

types of cabling in first Parliamentary out-building. 

Training of Members and Members’ staff in first building. 

Phase 3 As Phase 2 for remaining Parliamentary 1 8 months 

outbuildings. 

Phase 4 As Phase 3 for the Palace. 21 months 



Addition of annunciator system to cable network. 

AtlpvTT propo ^ ed time -table for implementing the system is at 
ex 1. It will be seen that the planning of later phases would to some 
extent overlap previous phases and so the time required for the system as 
recommended to be installed and working should be four years. 



The working party should report to the Computer Sub-Committee on any 
further phases of development that might be required. 
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14. Summary of Estimated Costs 

The cost of the pilot project will be £223,000 

The cost of the main project will be £1,535,000 



Total Cost of the projects £1,758,000 

The cost of terminals for Members will be about £3,250,000 

Total Cost £5,008,000 



NB: The above figures do not include those costs which cannot be accurately 
gauged at this stage. 



PART ONE: DESIGNING THE SYSTEM 
CHAPTER 1: Relevant Applications 

1 5. We outline below those applications which the new equipment should 
aim to provide from the start, but we believe that experience will reveal further 
demands which the system will be able to serve. Any such expansion in applica- 
tions should be catered for at all stages of the project. 

Word Processing 

16. Word processing has had a significant impact on the organisation and 
methods of office work in the past decade. A wide choice of equipment is readily 
available offering a range of facilities at varying costs. The EIU study examined 
“the patterns and volume of work carried out by Members and their support 
staff in terms of correspondence and text generation.” 1 They found that: “Mem- 
bers do not typically redraft long documents a number of times, but they do 
send out reasonable volumes of text, and there is certainly a need to be able to 
store and retrieve information more effectively than is presently possible. Word 
processing would support them in this direction, and give them and their support 
staff more time to pursue constituency business and other matters. What is 
therefore needed as a starting point is good word processing facilities with 
effective information storage and retrieval capabilities. It is relatively easy to 
see the benefits that word processing could bring: rapid response to constituency 
enquiries, easy redrafting for small but important textual changes, effective cross 
indexing systems, efficient information storage and retrieyal, and access to wire 
services and other information systems.” 2 

17. The Sub-Committee saw the effect of extensive word-processing facilities 

on working practices during its visits to the Greater London Council and 
Strathclyde Regional Council office automation projects where word processors 
were generally welcomed by staff as a useful addition to their equipment. W ord 
processors have been in use in the House Departments for several years and 
have become an essential office machine for dealing with correspondence and 
drafting reports. 

1 Evidence, plO, chapter 3.1 EIU Survey. 

2 Evidence, p31, chapter 7.8 EIU Survey. 
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18. In Washington, the Sub-Committee spoke to Mr John Swearingen, the 
Director of Technical Services in the Senate. He described a test of office 
equipment that had been mounted in 1982-83 which aimed to provide 25 to 
45 work-stations for each Senator’s office, according to the size of his consti- 
tuency. It was estimated that the chief function of the work-stations would be 
as word processors used to write and address bulk letters from Senators to their 
constituents. The test was successful and staff adapted quickly. 

1 9. The Sub-Committee saw one of the test installations in Senator Bradley’s 
office. He had 45 staff in Washington with 22 work-stations and a further 20 
staff in his constituency of New Jersey with 2 work-stations. His staff received 
10,000 letters a week, all of which required a reply. The cost of installing the 
work stations in every Senator’s office would be between $10 million and $15 
million, which would be offset in three years by savings from the present system 
of dealing with correspondence. 

20. The House of Representatives provides word processing on its approved 
list of equipment for Members. Representatives as well as Senators find that 
dealing with a large amount of mail is a major job. Without word processors 
neither Senators nor Representatives could cope with the present level of work 
created by the correspondence they receive. 

21. In the House of Commons in Ottawa word processors have been in use 
since 1981. There are now 330 in service, including one for every Member 
who has wanted one. These are being replaced by new versions which can 
communicate through the OASIS network. Only 16 Members out of 282 have 
not taken advantage of the available word processors. 

22. The Members had extensive lists of constituents’ names and addresses 
which showed the relevant language in which to write the letter, the date of 
birth, the Poll number and a list of interests for each person based on previous 
correspondence. This allows automatic selection of constituents by geographical 
group, interest groups and so on. In time, Members’ word processors will be 
linked to print facilities provided by the House. 

23. The Sub-Committee was impressed with the extent that word processors 
were used in Washington and Ottawa. Proper account must be taken of the 
difference between their working practices and ours, but the evidence received 
from Members in the U.K. supported the impression that they would find word 
processing facilities in the House most useful. Mr Ashdown, 3 in common with 
other new Members, brought his experience of word processing with him, and 
was adapting it to the demands of his work in the House. Many Members have 
Indicated that systems should be provided for individual Members: that is, they 

want their staff to share terminals and printers with other Members and 
Stan. It is also clear that Members have different priorities in the organisation 
of their workload. 4 Given that some Members have their secretarial support at 
or near Westminster and others are supported from their constituency (and 
some have a combination of the two), a single simple system would not meet 
the requirements of all Members. 

~ Q!21 ~~ 

4 Evidence, p5, chapter 2, EIU Survey. 
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